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Much speculation has arisen about the origins of Queensland's 
'timber and tin' domestic architecture linking it particularly to the 
Indian bungalow.'-^ Little attention has been given to another 'timber 
and tin' vemacular: the contemporary Malayan kampung (village) 
house. This is much closer in style and function to the Queenslander 
than the Indian version. It is a descendant of the traditional village 
house modemized by the use of materials such as corrugated iron. 
In my opinion, the Malayan style provides insights into the 
evolution of several feature of the Queensland form. I favour the view 
that both types arose independently achieving similarity due to 
common environmental influences such as: 
1) high average annual temperature. 
2) high rainfall in heavy downpours, 
3) abundance of pests and vermin, and 
4) ready availability of timber. 
Nevertheless, it is not possible to rule out that copying, at various 
levels of consciousness, may have occurred for the reason that British 
colonials were familiar with Malaya tiirough their East India Company 
outposts at Penang (1786) and Singapore (1819). 
Just as in our situation, one Malayan house is never exactiy the 
same as another because the owner adapts it to suit his own 
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personality and needs. The kampung style wiU include several or all of 
the following: 
1) house built on stumps 
2) a verandah usually with floor level lower than that of the main 
house, often like an extra 'room' 
3) a steeply-pitched roof, hipped or gabled 
4) thatching with 'atap' and/or cormgated iron 
5) unlined walls of oiled timber 
6) shuttered, unglazed windows divided into three sections, and 
7) open-screen ventilation, often of elaborate design. 
The kampung house has an appearance very different from that of 
its Queensland counterpart for the following reasons: 
1) it is much smaller in all dimensions 
2) the constmction is much lighter in weight 
3) it is unpainted, especially the roofing iron 
4) there is no guttering nor downpipes 
5) very little or no glazing is used 
6) decoration is strongly Islamic 
7) a cheaper type of construction is employed 
8) less attention is paid to building standards, and 
9) the houses are crowded together more closely. 
MALAY AGRICULTURE - A SHAPING FORCE 
In 1836, at the end of a long career in Malaya, Captain James Low 
wrote a beautifuUy observed account of the Malays.^ In this he wrote: 
'With few exceptions, the Malays decline to cultivate dry land 
permanently unless it is conjoined with flooded rice land. In this 
latter case, the dry land forms the kampung or garden with the 
owner's house in the centre and in it he plants cocoanuts, 
plantains, and other fmit trees; sugar-cane, indigo, pulses, and 
sweet potatoes. The proportion in which these two descriptions 
of land have been occupied may be about one of dry to ten wet.' 
Low has neatly summarized the land-use pressures which have 
shaped Malay architecture: close proximity to water and the ahnost 
total use of land for field and orchard. The kampung tradition is so 
ingrained that many Malays today prefer to Uve in kampung clusters 
surrounded by the cement and brick of cities far removed from rural 
areas. 
Let us now examine the Malay and Queensland styles in detail. 
The single most obvious similarity between the two is their use of high 
stumps. 
There are three main reasons why kampung houses are raised 
above the ground: 
1) to keep ground water out 
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2) to keep out pests and vermin, and 
3) to provide extra 'yard' space. 
As Low has observed, kampungs were traditionally closely associ-
ated with wet-land rice cultivation. Indeed many houses are built right 
on the banks of rivers or irrigation canals, as is shown in Figure 1. 
This is logical because water is fundamental to this way of living, 
providing: 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
fresh water - there are no storage tanks nor reticulation, 
a river transport system, 
a source of fish - a dietary staple, 
a means of garbage and sewage disposal, 
washing, bathing, and recreational swimming, 
irrigation for rice paddies (padi), 
irrigation for vegetable gardens and orchards, and 
the environment needed for domestic birds and animals - ducks 
and water buffalo (essential). 
Figure 1: Malay Wetland Farming. 
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This intimate proximity to water is accompanied by the threat of 
flooding during the monsoonal wet. Hence floors need to be above 
flood level; stumps provide the answer. 
The kampung house has no guttering. During heavy downpours, 
rainwater streams forcibly from overhanging roof edges. The large 
amount of kinetic energy of this water is dissipated by vigorous 
splashing of soil and water around the house's base. If there were 
rooms at ground level, a major problem would be water penetration 
and splashing of waUs with mud. The simple way to overcome this is 
to raise the floor well above the ground - provision of guttering and 
drains able to cope with tropical downpours would be a much more 
expensive and technically demanding exercise. 
No place in mral Malaya is ever far removed from the jungle which 
is home for all sorts of creeping, crawling, biting animals. Not so long 
ago, tigers sometimes roamed through kampungs - it was better for 
them to go under the house then through it. Similarly snakes, which 
are common, crawling insects, rats, and other pests find access to the 
house more difficult when it is elevated. 
In the hot, wet tropics, any piece of timber left lying on the ground 
soon becomes riddled with boring insects and rotted by fungi. It is 
essential to keep the timber off the ground. Again, a simple solutionis 
found with the use of stumps. 
Low indicated the small amount of dry land available to rice 
farmers - approximately 10 per cent of the total area. What was not 
taken up by the house became the garden and orchard to provide self-
sufficiency. 
Such pressure forced kampung houses tightly together - much 
more closely than many Westerners would welcome. This high-
density living is welded together by strong religious and family bonds 
within individual villages. 
The underhouse space must, of necessity, function as yard. 
Modem living has increased the demands on this space - here are 
some I have seen: 
1) parking for cars and bicycles, 
2) a place for doing and hanging washing, 
3) shelter and roosting for domestic animals and birds - goats, 
chickens, dogs, etc., 
4) playing area for children, 
5) storage for tools and junk, 
6) a place for food preparation, such as pounding rice, 
7) a shaded sleeping area for afternoon naps, and 
8) hanging space for baskets of 'indoor' plants. 
Figure 2 compares and contrasts stump types. 
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Figure 2: Stump Styles. 
QUEENSLAND STUMPS 
Theories on stumped houses in Queensland are well known and 
need no reiteration here.''^ 
I would like to support and strengthen Newell's views.^ I believe the 
sugar industry has been influential in stump evolution. This crop has 
many similarities with rice. It grows on rich, alluvial, flood plain soils 
in areas subjected to monsoons. Farmers positioned their houses next 
to running water for comparable utilitarian reasons. Summer floods 
are thus important. Sugar-cane, like rice, is land intensive; of 
necessity, the farmer needs underhouse space for storage, work, and 
leisure. Both crops and regions harbour large numbers of snakes and 
other vermin. 
The pattems and pressures of wet-land farming in these two 
locations have produced a similar response: elevation of housing on 
stumps. 
Lastiy, there is one compelling reason for the raising of the sugar-
cane farmer's house. Surprisingly, this seems to have received Uttle 
previous attention. Because of the great height of cane, the house 
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needs to be lifted to allow it to be clearly seen from across the expanse 
of fields. A legion of simple, practical, almost trite reasons but none 
the less important: a beacon for visitors; a wife's anticipation of 
butcher, baker, and parish priest; a farmer's 'monarch of all he 
surveys". 
I am convinced that town dwellers adopted this style for two main 
reasons, one of which is its space-creating advantage . The other was 
that it was the prevailing style. Builders were attuned to it in their skills 
and in the use of materials. Having two distinct styles for town and 
country (such as rural timber-and-tin and urban stone-and-tile) would 
mean having two distinct work-forces each with their own specialized 
skiUs, would require two stock piles of building materials, and would 
increase costs and construction times. A reverse process is evident 
today with suburban, quarter-acre-block, brick 'boxes' making their 
appearance as farm houses (to my mind, an inappropriate rural style 
but in terms of logistics and economy this makes sense). 
THE VERANDAH 
In Queensland, a major function of the verandah is to provide a 
shaded area around the house to keep the sun from heating the 
interior. 
The same function is afforded by the overhanging roof of the 
kampung house but it is a lesser importance because of the shade 
provided by surrounding trees. 
The verandah also enlarges the house area and it is a pleasant spot 
for relaxation and entertainment, providing an agreeable temperature 
and the right degree of Ught and airiness not easily found in the darker, 
enclosed rooms of the main house. 
"THE LIPTIMG- fLATFDpM 
Figure 3: The Lifting Platform 
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Figure 4: Balustrading. 
The kampung house also has a verandah with its main function 
being as a relaxation and entertainment area because, as already 
mentioned, shade is provided by roof and trees. In fact, it is like an 
open-sided room based on the main entrance. Its floor is character-
istically lower than of the rest of the house. Why? In my opinion, the 
area was originally intended as a landing enabling heavy objects to be 
Ufted in stages to the elevated main floor (Figure 3). Because of 
the limited land available and the close packing of houses, access 
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steps are much steeper and narrower than those in Queensland 
making the problem of getting heavy objects up into the house quite 
difficult. 
The lower verandah also serves a most important social function. 
The interior of a Malay house has very littie partitioning. To enter the 
main body of the house is to confront the intimate details of family life; 
eating, sleeping, dressing, etc., which would embarrass the naturally 
shy Malays. The lower-level landing stage at the main entrance 
doubles as a suitable place to greet and entertain visitors without 
intmsion upon domestic privacy. This, I believe, is the origin of the 
covered, open-air, 'room' verandah. There is neither the space nor 
need for a completely surrounding stmcture as in Queensland. 
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Figure 5: Roof Styles. 
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Figure 6: Roof Details. 
I agree with Newell; I see the social function of the verandah as 
being of great importance in both housing styles. It is the balustrading 
I find fascinating in both house types. Functionally, it represents a 
fence to prevent things (like children!) from falling off. However, the 
enormous social importance of this pleasant relaxation and entertain-
ment area has meant that a lot of effort has gone into the embellish-
ment of this simple, functional stmcture. It is a clearly visible feature 
and thus can amply demonstrate its owners discemment, taste, and 
social standing. Consequently, the balustrade, both in Queensland 
and Malaya, is most elaborate. Many hours of work go into its 
fabrication, particularly in the Malay hand-fretted types. Please refer 
to figure 4 for some representative forms. 
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THE ROOF 
In both regions, the roof needs a steep slope to afford rapid mn-off 
of heavy rains. 
In Malaya, the traditional roofing was atap - thatch of Nipah palm 
leaves, a wet-land species. It had the advantage of: 
1) cheapness and ready avaUability, 
2) excellent thermal insulation, 
3) readily water-proofed, 
and the disadvantages ofi 
4) needing replacement every two to three years, 
5) being a fire hazard, and 
6) being a haven for pests and vermin; for example, snakes, rats, 
insects, many of which drop down from overhanging trees. 
Atap was prepared in sheets and laid on the roof frame to form 
either a gabled or a modified hipped construction. The edges overhung 
the walls to provide mn-off (no gutters) and to contribute, in part, to 
the shade. 
With the advent of cormgated iron, the Malays adopted it because 
it overcame the disadvantages of atap. In working with iron, 
traditional Unes were foUowed and traditional decoration was applied 
to it. 
Figures 5 and 6 detail the form and construction of typical 
kampung houses. 
In Queensland, despite their much larger sizes, roofs have the same 
basic shape: gable or hip together with various combinations and 
modifications such as the pyramidal form. This reflects the need for 
rapid run-off of rain water. As in Malaya, much effort has gone into 
decoration which serves little practical purpose but it does provide an 
eye-catching feature, softening the harsh expanses of corrugated iron. 
It allows the owner to individualize his dwelUng and, as such, as an 
important social aspect. 
The main difference Ues in the greater complexity and variation 
found in Queensland. However, in some examples, the designs are of 
such striking similarity that it almost is impossible to tell them apart. 
In Malaya, there are only two major styles whereas in Queensland 
there has been a chronological progression from Colonial, through 
Federation, to Califomian Bungalow (figure 7)." 
Lastly, there are many additions to Queensland roofs never seen in 
Malaya: finials, decorated ridge capping, ventilator hoods, chimneys, 
sewage vents, and guttering. 
One disadvantage of roofing iron is that it gets very hot in direct 
sunlight. To counter this in Queensland before insulation batts and 
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Figure 7: Roofs in Queensland. 
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air-conditioning, the roof was kept high with correspondingly high 
ceilings and ventilators were installed. Occasionally, ventilation 
grilles may be seen high up on walls just below the roof. These give 
rising hot air a chance to escape. By contrast, Malay houses do not 
have ceiluigs and the roofs are lower. Where urbanization has displaced 
the house from its natural setting among trees, roof iron heating has 
become an unexpected problem which has not been satisfactorily 
solved. Frequently, traditional atap is laid directly on the iron to 
utilize its excellent insulating properties. However, the thatch, while 
being waterproof, does absorb much moisture and needs to 'breathe' 
between wettings. The layer of iron beneath the atap prevents this 
drying and so rotting and rusting of both occurs rapidly. 
WALLS AND WINDOWS 
The conspicious feature of walls in Malayan houses is the large 
area devoted to grilles for ventilation. This is more a response to high 
humidity than high temperatures. Daytime temperatures rarely 
exceed 33°C but relative humidity at night is as high as 95 per cent. 
Naturally, every opportunity is taken to allow breezes to circulate 
through the house. 
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Figure 8: Malayan Walls and Windows. 
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The typical construction of walls is shown in Figure 8. 
The small intervals between windows are filled with a single-
thickness of horizontally laid weatherboards. Nowadays, the wood is 
preserved by soaking it in discarded sump oil. The points of simUarity 
with Queensland are: 
1) the use of timber weatherboard, and 
2) the single-thickness construction. 
Timber was once freely available in the rain forests of both regions. 
It could be readily and cheaply harvested; it thus became the main 
building material. 
In colder climates, waUs have outer and inner layers which trap an 
insulating blanket of air. This keeps warmth within. The principle is 
the same as for string-net singlets wom by alpine and polar venturers. 
Heat retention is not a problem in the humid tropics so a single-
thickness wall suffices. 
The era of 'timber-and-tin' architecture has passed. In Queens-
land, forests capable of supplying suitable timber for large-scale 
housing constmction have been logged out or cleared in favour of 
agriculture of fast-growing soft woods. Timber is no longer freely 
available or cheap. People want brick instead for its low maintenance. 
Likewise Malayan forests are disappearing at an alarming rate. 
They have been feUed to create profitable mbber and oil pahn 
plantations. Replacement of kampungs with more durable brick and 
cement town-houses is well under way. 
Even in decline, there are strong parallels. 
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